Isaac Wetzlar's Libes briv (1748/9) was not printed, but circulated in manuscript form. The manuscript transmission spans a period of at least 65 years. No autograph has survived. Nine manuscripts are known today, some of which have been heavily edited. The article discusses earlier research on the manuscripts, transmission and audience, textual variants, and the different titles under which the text was circulated.
When Jacob Meitlis published the first study of Libes briv in 1931, 10 he based his observations on a copy in the Bodleian Library in Oxford, Ms. Michael 297, and only knew indirectly of the existence of two other copies. He had heard of a copy in the private Sassoon collection and assumed that it must be either a second "original" or a copy of Ms. Michael 297. Through his correspondence with Bernhard Wachstein (1868-1935), Meitlis had also been informed about the existence of a manuscript, which had been in the possession of Rabbi Nathan Porges (1848-1924), but Wachstein could not tell if this was an autograph or a copy. Meitlis speculated that Porges' copy must have been the second Libes briv manuscript that had previously been in the possession of Hamburg businessman and bibliophile Heiman Joseph Michael (1792-1846). He knew that Michael had owned two copies of Libes briv, because both were described in the catalogue of his collection.
11 Although both copies of Libes briv from Michael's collection were held in the Bodleian Library where he had studied Ms. Michael 297, Meitlis apparently was unaware of the whereabouts of this second copy (Ms. Michael 182).
Isaac Rivkind (1895 Rivkind ( -1968 , librarian at the Jewish Theological Seminary of America in New York, wrote a critical reply to Meitlis' article, 12 disproving the latter's speculations. Rivkind knew of five manuscripts: two in the Bodleian Library in Oxford, 13 one in the Sassoon collection, 14 and two in the library of the Jewish Theological Seminary. He described the recent acquisition history of the latter two manuscripts, among them the copy that had been owned by Porges (JTS Ms. 2333). It had been acquired for the JTS library by Rivkind's predecessor, Alexander Marx (1878-1953). Based on Meitlis' publication, Rivkind concluded that the title page of Ms. Michael 297 was missing and that parts of words had become illegible that were clearly visible in JTS Ms. 2333, which he therefore regarded to be superior. Rivkind considered the second copy held in New York, JTS Ms. 2256, to be defective. An examination of this copy led Rivkind to conclude that the anonymous scribe from the Rhine area, who completed the copy on June 25, 1793, took liberties with the text: he made its language more German and edited style and content through cuts and changes. 15 Rivkind attributed these changes to the scribe who wrote the JTS copy, but it is impossible to know if they were made by him or had been executed at an earlier stage.
Porges had described his own copy in a correspondence with Marx, for whom he also copied parts that were missing in the only copy owned by JTS at that time. 16 Although the manuscript does not have a colophon and the title page mentions neither place nor date, Porges assumed it had been written in 1749, based on a sentence in the text. 17 Porges thought the name Isaac Wetzlar, which was scribbled on the title page next to the title, referred to the owner of the book. He believed, therefore, that his manuscript was a copy commissioned by Wetzlar for his own library: "Meine Ms. hat den Besitzervermerk Yitshak Wetzlar und ist offenbar eine für den Verf. angefertige [!] 14 Rivkind specifies that this copy was sold at auction from Sotheby & Co. on December 21, 1926. Rivkind, "Di 'Libes briv' un zeyer mekhaber," 306. 15 Ibid. 16 Nathan Porges, handwritten remarks bound with JTS Ms. 2333, unnumbered and preceding the manuscript proper. The text of the missing leaf from Ms. 2256, between f. 21 and 22, which Porges had copied for Marx, has since been bound with the manuscript. 17 Rivkind, "Di 'Libes briv' un zeyer mekhaber," 307. Rivkind quotes Porges' referral to a sentence in which Wetzlar mentions the year 1580 (shin-mem) being 169 years earlier. This determination of a moment in time described in the text is not faulty in and of itself. The date, however, does not refer to the creation of the manuscript copy, but to Isaac Wetzlar's writing Libes briv and is found in most copies, for example, Ms. Michael 297, f. 161r. 18 Porges, handwritten remarks bound with JTS Ms. 2333, unnumbered. 19 Rivkind, "Di 'Libes briv' un zeyer mekhaber," 306.
Morris M. Faierstein compared the eight known manuscripts and "found no significant variations, with the exception of JTS Ms. 2256 which has been significantly altered."
20 He noticed differences in spelling between the eight manuscripts, "but as Yiddish of this period has no standard orthography, it would not be profitable to catalog these differences."
21 More importantly, Faierstein discovered that two manuscripts are by the same hand (JTS Ms. 2333 and Ms. Michael 297). He based his edition on JTS Ms. 2333, to which he had direct access. This choice was originally motivated by Rivkind's conviction that it was an autograph. Feierstein no longer believed this to be the case since " [t] here are no erasures or corrections that one would normally expect in an autograph manuscript." 22 For the text that was lost-one leaf was missing in this manuscript and a leaf with text copied from JTS Ms. 2256 had been added-he used the closely related Ms. Michael 297.
In preparation of a new, critical edition, we have also compared the known manuscripts. The purpose of this comparison was to find a manuscript that could serve as the main manuscript for the new edition and shed some light on the transmission of Wetzlar's text.
23

Transmission and audience
The manuscripts of Libes briv illustrate the fact that Yiddish books were still being transmitted in manuscript copies in the 18th and 19th century and that copyists felt at liberty to change texts. Since Wetzlar was a rich man, he could have had his book printed if that was his intention, but no contemporary printing is known. Most copies that have come down to us are unadorned and written in Ashkenazi cursive script. BL Ms. Or. 10668 was written by a professional scribe, Solomon Zalman son of Jacob Eschau.
24 This copy was written for a woman, Gimkhe, 25 wife of R. Getshlig. Layout of the illustrated title page in square and cursive script as well as the way in which Hebrew quotations are written in the main text-in square script and partially vocalized-set this manuscript apart from the other copies, where either square script is used occasionally or both Yiddish and Hebrew are written in Ashkenazi cursive script (Ms. Sassoon 930 and Ms. Ros. 204). The title page follows the design and illustration of a printed book. 26 The text has also been heavily edited. These changes may or may not have been the work of Solomon Zalman Eschau, they could have been made by an earlier copyist.
Ms. 8° 1167 in the National Library of Israel also appears to have been the work of a professional scribe. The title is framed by a border and the layout and choice of scripts imitate a printed book. The first two words, Libes brif, are written in square script, the rest of the title in Ashkenazic semi-cursive script (sometimes called vaybertaytsh), which is usually reserved for printed Yiddish texts of the early modern period. The scribe occasionally uses square script for Hebrew titles and quotations. This copy, dated 1815/16, was owned by a woman: Hitsl, wife of the late Jacob ben Lipman Haylbut. 27 The Dutch Ms. Ros. 204, 28 on the other hand, is a self-produced copy. Joseph Berlin from Mainz, who lived in The Hague, copied a number of texts in Hebrew and Yiddish from printed books and manuscripts. Since he produced the copies for himself, he could do so over a period spanning from 1790 to 1798. Igeret Ahavah (Epistle of Love), 20 Faierstein, The Libes Briv, 42 21 Ibid. 22 Ibid., 8. This is a valid observation if one expects an autograph to be a draft. However, erasures and corrections are not the distinguishing features of autograph copies, that is, handwritten copies of the (completed) text made by the author. 23 Codicological descriptions of the manuscripts will be provided in the edition. 24 BL Ms. Or. 10668, f. 1r. 25 Ibid. Faierstein reads this name as Gimbah. Faierstein, The Libes Briv, 9. 26 For a reproduction of this title page, see Leonard Prager and Brad Sabin Hill, "Yiddish manuscripts in the British Library," The British Library Journal 21 (1995): 81-108, here 87. This illustration is reproduced in Rohrbacher, "Isaak Wetzlar in Celle," 65. According to Feierstein, the title page decoration is copied from Abraham Jagel, Sefer Lekaḥ Tov (Amsterdam: Uri Fayvish Halevi, 1675); Faierstein, The Libes Briv, 9. This is likely, but publisher Uri Fayvish Halevi also printed other books with the same illustrated title page border, e.g. Elye Bokher, Bove bukh (Amsterdam: Uri Fayvish Halevi, 1661). 27 Hitsl's name was added to the title page twice: once as part of a Hebrew formula in square script within the border, above the title, but not in the same hand as that of the scribe. In the upper margin, Hitsl is mentioned again as part of a sentence in Yiddish in cursive script stating that she is the owner of the manuscript. 28 Michels, Jiddische Handschriften der Niederlande, 130-131.
as Libes briv is called here, was copied in 1791. This is the only version of Libes briv that was copied as part of an anthology of several texts. This collection, written densely on poor paper and almost without margins, contains a very personal choice of mainly Hebrew texts: summaries of Abraham Jagel's Sefer Lekaḥ Tov, excerpts from Sefer Ḥasidim, a Hebrew poem, notes on the history of the copyist's family, notes on an outbreak of an epidemic disease in Rotterdam, response by a rabbi in The Hague, letters, excerpts from the Mishna in Hebrew followed by excerpts from Isaac Arama's Sefer Akedat Yiẓḥak in Yiddish, some Hebrew prayers, and finally Hebrew poems and riddles. 29 Faierstein had noticed that two manuscripts, JTS Ms. 2333 and Ms. Michael 297, are by the same hand. We concur with Faierstein, although some doubts remain. Within the manuscripts we found variation in the way the letters alef and lamed are written. These different forms occur over larger stretches and usually in the same combination. If each had been found in a single manuscript, that might been a reason to conclude that we deal with two almost identical, but different hands. Since the alternation occurs in both manuscripts and the writing is otherwise indistinguishable, it is more likely that both were written by one and the same hand, who would vary the way he wrote alef and lamed. Because we have two manuscript copies by the same hand, we can assume that at least one of them was not written for the copyist himself.
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The transmission of the Libes briv spans a period of at least 65 years between its completion and 1815/16, when the last dated manuscript was written. Four of the manuscripts are dated: BL Ms. Or. 10668 (1777), Ms. Ros. 204 (1791), JTS Ms. 2256 (1793) and NLI Ms. 8° 1167 (1815/16). In most manuscripts, the name of the author is not mentioned, in BL Or. 10668 and BL Or. 10086/2 (both have Itsek Wetzlar) his name is written on the title page by the scribe, in JTS Ms. 2333 the name was added later ‫וועצלר(‬ ‫.)יצחק‬ 31 Wetzlar may have intended the book to be transmitted anonymously and in manuscript form, but others, who knew about his authorship, apparently thought it necessary to attribute the text to him before this knowledge was lost. The mention of a year of composition (1749) on the title page of BL Ms. Or. 10668 (written 28 years later) may be an indication that copies with additional information about the author and his text could have circulated, or a copyist deducted the date from information within the text.
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The extant copies of Libes briv were both made by professional scribes and self-produced, but most copies have no colophon and it cannot be determined by whom, for whom, and for which purpose they were produced. Wetzlar addressed his Libes briv to both male and female readers and copies were indeed owned by men and women.
The title
Libes briv is an abbreviated form of the title as it is found in most surviving manuscripts 33 and by which the work became generally known. As was common in Germany in the mid-18th century, the complete title is longer. 42 Wetzlar also seeks other ways of improving the lot of the Jews in the diaspora, ways familiar to his intended audience, namely the Amudei ha-olam, the three pillars on which the world rests as described in Pirkei Avot: Torah (teaching, i.e. the accumulated body of Jewish texts and wisdom), avodah (worship and other religious practices) and gemilut ḥasadim (acts of kindness and good deeds towards one's fellow human beings). The second part of Libes briv is structured according to these pillars, which each also occur as a chapter heading (otherwise the chapters are simply numbered).
One of the manuscripts (Ms. Ros. 204) is entitled Igeret Ahavah (Love Letter, Epistle of Love), 43 a Hebrew translation of Libes briv. This title may have been chosen because igeret was traditionally used for epistles or circular letters, but maybe also in order to avoid confusion or association with Müller's Pietist epistle Mikhtav Ahavah. constructed, highly stylized language, influenced by literary traditions and contemporary fashions. His Yiddish shows influences not only of the tradition of written Yiddish, but also of contemporary written German. Wetzlar's style presupposes a certain level of education on the part of the readership. He writes extremely long and complex sentences and uses German and Hebrew terms that are not part of everyday life. Apart from influences of written High German, the language of some of the manuscripts also shows characteristics of Northwestern Yiddish, which would not be surprising in the language of a Jew from Celle (Lower Saxony), where Wetzlar lived.
Textual variants: orthography, punctuation, language and content
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At first sight, spelling differences between the manuscript copies of Libes briv are obvious. Spelling was not standardized in any of the European vernaculars, not even in those languages that were taught formally, such as French. Attempts to unify German spelling and create an orthography only date from the late 18th century, 45 for Yiddish none are known from the time before the last manuscript copy of Libes briv was made. The spelling in the manuscripts is typical for the mid-eighteenth to early nineteenth century. The traditional spelling system of Yiddish is hybrid. Words of Hebrew and Aramaic origins are written according to the traditional Hebrew spelling system. The German component and foreign words are written more or less phonetically, that is, as the words were pronounced. Underlying was an established system by which Hebrew letters and combinations of letters were recognized to represent certain sounds (consonants, vowels and diphthongs), but this system was not fixed in every detail. 46 Variation in spelling of the German component and foreign words is found between and within manuscripts. Authors and copyists of manuscripts from this period have their personal spelling preferences, but do not always employ these. Some use yud or have a defective spelling for unstressed shva-sounds (in word-final position also alef or hey), others imitate German spelling or a newer Western Yiddish spelling by using ayin for this purpose. NLI Ms. 8° 1167, e.g., early on often has ayen for unstressed shva-sounds but over the course of the manuscript becomes more traditional in its spelling. For sibilants, either sin or samekh is used (the transition from sin to samekh took place gradually and both letters can be found for the representation of s in the early modern period). 47 The use of hey to indicate a long vowel and occasionally a diphthong, influenced by the German Dehnungs-h, is irregular. Doubling of consonants modelled on German spelling is rare, but can be found in some manuscripts. These variant spellings neither allow us to date manuscripts exactly nor can we rely on them for establishing chains of transmission or the relationship between individual manuscripts.
None of the manuscripts is an autograph. JTS Ms. 2333 and Ms. Michael 297, which we think are the copies closest in content to Wetzlar's original and have been written by the same hand, show variants in spelling. Yud is used for unstressed shva-sounds; in final, unstressed syllables ending in a consonant vov is used, too, or they are not written. Hey to indicate vowel length is used occasionally, and both manuscripts use sin rather than samekh for sibilants. Ms. Michael 297 may have been written after JTS Ms. 2333 since the scribe more often writes und than un', 48 and the conjunction tsu is often written as a ligature rather than two separate letters, which both can indicate developments in the writing style of the copyist. Ms. Michael 297, however, is unlikely to be a copy of JTS Ms. 2333. The text of both copies is not identical. Sometimes words or expressions appear in one manuscript and not in the other. At the end of chapter 2, Ms. Michael 297 has a paragraph summarizing what has preceded; this paragraph is missing in JTS Ms. 2333. Both manuscripts also have unusual spellings of plural endings of words of Hebrew origins: yud-mem [em] is often written without yud and vov-sof [es] without vov. 49 Since Hebrew words and expressions do not show other idiosyncratic spellings, it may be that the scribe did not have the original in front of him, or at least not all of the time. The text may have been read out aloud. In that case, the 44 At a later stage we will provide a careful analysis of the language of Libes briv. Because there is no autograph copy, and because the text is influenced by conventions of written Yiddish and German, it is impossible to make general statements about a dialectal substrat of the text. 45 The earliest landmark publication in the history of German orthography is Johann Christoph Adelung, Vollständige Anweisung zur Deutschen Orthographie. Regeln für die Laut-Buchstaben-Zuordnung, die Groß-und Kleinschreibung, die Getrennt-und Zusammenschreibung sowie Worttrennung und Zeichensetzung (Leipzig: Weygand, 1788). 46 For a thorough study of Yiddish writing system in the middle ages and the early modern period, see Erika Timm, Graphische und phonische Struktur des Westjiddischen unter besonderer Berücksichtigung der Zeit um 1600 (Tübingen: Max Niemeyer, 1987). 47 Ms. Michael 182 used samekh more often than the other copies, but here, we also find variant spellings of sibilants. 48 Both forms are used next to each other in early modern Yiddish prints and manuscripts. Typesetters or scribes had a preference for one or the other, but the available space (und is wider than un') could also play a part in the decision which variant to use. Un' is regarded to be the historical Yiddish form and und to be closer to written German, but since both co-exist in written texts throughout the early modern period, copyists and typesetters may have been motivated by aesthetic considerations to write und rather than un' attempting to modernize the language by looking at the example of German. Cf. Simon Neuberg, Autor -Setzer -Text. Wege zur Geschichte des jiddischen Wortschatzes (unpublished ms., Trier, 1999), 84-88 on the distribution of un' and unt in the Mayse-bukh (Basel 1602). 49 These deviant spellings had no influence on the Yiddish pronunciation of the words in question, since the unstressed vowels in both suffixes were pronounced as shva.
person who read Libes briv may have spelled difficult Hebrew elements aloud, leaving out the obvious, or the scribe only consulted the written text where it was thought necessary. If that was the case, however, this scribe did not have a command of some common spelling conventions in Yiddish and Hebrew. On the other hand, maybe our scribe simply cut corners.
The traditional Yiddish system of punctuation marks in the early modern period, the raised point to indicate a pause and sof pasuk (:) at the end of a sentence, which is found in contemporary printed books and pamphlets, is no longer used in these manuscripts. Ms. Ros. 204 uses the traditional raised points, but no sof pasuk. Either the raised points, one or two slashes, or a combination of a slash and a point mark the end of sentences, paragraphs or chapters. In BL Ms. Or. 10668, points are used where modern punctuation would use commas, different signs (point, a slash and a point, three points in different formation, sof pasuk) mark the end of a paragraph and we find sof pasuk at the end of each chapter. JTS Ms. 2333 and Ms. Michael 297 use commas as an all-purpose punctuation sign, rarely a sof pasuk, even at the end of chapters. Ms. Michael 182 follows this pattern, but fewer punctuation marks are used, they can even be left out at the end of paragraphs. NLI Ms. 8° 1167 uses mainly commas as punctuation marks (and points and hyphen-like dashes which look like punctuation marks to fill lines). Paragraphs and chapters can also end with a point or a comma, but the scribe also uses a range of combinations of points and slashes. BL Ms. Or. 10086/2 sometimes uses points, then again commas as punctuation marks; chapters are closed with a diamond-shaped sign consisting of four squiggles. JTS Ms. 2256 uses points or commas, sometimes a more elaborate punctuation sign to mark the end of a paragraph where he continues on the same line (to save paper). Some chapter headings are accompanied by decorative elements on either side. Such elements, but drawn smaller, are occasionally used at the end of paragraphs. We find the modern use of commas within and full stops at the end of sentences only in one copy, Ms. Sassoon 930. A development from traditional punctuation to a modern, European one, cannot be discerned in these manuscripts.
No two texts are identical. A first analysis of the manuscripts on the basis of elements that were present or absent did not provide recognizable lines of transmission.
In four of the manuscripts (JTS Ms. 2256, Ms. Sassoon 930, Ms. Michael 297 and Ms. Michael 182), we find a paragraph at the end of the second chapter that summarizes the preceding two chapters, but which is absent in the others. Three of these manuscripts (JTS Ms. 2256, Ms. Sassoon 930 and Ms. Michael 182) have 17 instead of 16 chapters. In these copies, chapter 15 is divided into two. At the exact point in the text where chapter 16 starts in these manuscripts, the scribe of JTS Ms. 2333 has left one line white. This may indicate that these manuscripts are related, but because of many differences within the texts, we have thus far not been able to establish that these manuscripts are part of one chain of transmission or are even closely related.
The complicated relationships between manuscripts can be illustrated without intricate philological detail when we look at these two characteristics: the presence or absence of the summarizing paragraph and the division of (the original) chapter 15. Two manuscripts, JTS Ms. 2333 and Ms. Michael 297, have been written by the same hand. The division of chapter 15 is indicated in JTS Ms. 2333, but this manuscript does not have the summarizing paragraph. This paragraph can be found in Ms. Michael 297, but here chapter 15 is written in such a way, that no division is indicated. Without taking a closer look, one could assume that the scribe who made both copies did so from a manuscript that had the summarizing paragraph and possibly a line white in chapter 15, which would later lead a copyist or copyists to divide the chapter in two. This scribe then would be responsible for two manuscript families, one with the summarizing paragraph, the other without the summarizing paragraph and 16 or 17 chapters. However, three other manuscripts (JTS Ms Michael 297 be copies (of copies) of the latter three.
In three manuscripts, we find the text has been edited. BL Ms. 10068 has been edited on purpose. In comparison with other copies, words, parts of sentences and whole sentences are missing. These are not scribal errors, as cuts seem to serve the intelligibility of the text. In this text, quotations from the Bible are written in square script and vocalized. One can also tell that a professional scribe has been at work because spelling and punctuation are more systematic.
In JTS Ms. 2256, many words and expressions of Hebrew origins were cut or replaced by translations, for example, klal godl (main rule) was replaced by houbt regel, khaver (friend) by fraynd and khayes (animals) by tirn. Repetitions and other redundancies were cut and parts of the text rewritten to accommodate these cuts without the text becoming unintelligible. Even though Wetzlar's main arguments remained intact, the text thus became different in character, more modern, less connected to conventions of traditional Yiddish literature. Text concerning Jewish religious life tended to have a very noticeable Hebrew component, a sign of the Jewish character of the content. 50 Quotations from the Bible, the Talmud, Hebrew authors and, in general, names of scholars and book titles have also been written in square characters, and vowel points have often been added in these quotations.
One longer passage from chapter 13 has been cut. 51 Here, Wetzlar described a type of scholar who thinks he is allowed to contravene against Jewish law and customs since he is convinced that he has secured his place in the world to come because of his daily study of the Talmud. According to Wetzlar, he damages the reputation of all scholars. The editor also seems to have wanted to cut an illustrative story from Isaac Arama's Sefer Akedat Yitzhak and finished the manuscript without it, only to append it 52 and close the manuscript again, so the text appears to end twice. On both occasions, the end is indicated graphically: the lines are centered and gradually become shorter so the text ends in a point.
Joseph Berlin, or the copy he used for Ms. Ros. 204, introduced new elements, such as a short text in Hebrew preceding the preface instead of the original long title. 53 The hakdome (preface) has been renamed forberikht and its first sentence is addressed not simply to "herts aler libste brider un shvestern," but "herts aler libste gloubs brider un shvestern," "my very dearest brothers and sisters in faith," that is, Jewish coreligionists. Here, the text has been adapted to include new concepts and ideas relevant to one of Wetzlar's main topics, the status of Ashkenazi Jewry in contemporary society. However, this interesting version also contains a number of noticeable scribal errors (e.g., lebens briv instead of libes briv). 54 The number of nine extant manuscripts does not allow us to estimate how many copies once existed. However, nine surviving copies of a substantial text, one of them produced approximately 65 years after the completion of the original version, indicate that for more than half a century, there was a serious interest in Isaac Wetzlar's Libes briv. An audience thought Libes briv worthwhile enough to have manuscript copies made or to produce them themselves. Some of those who copied the text edited it in order to make its main arguments clearer, its style less cumbersome and more modern, or to bring it up to date by incorporating new concepts concerning the state and status of Ashkenazi Jewry in the diaspora. We hope that further study of the manuscripts will reveal more information about Wetzlar's original text and its reception before the text was discovered by modern scholars in the 20th century.
